Drawing on the policy-transfer literature, where processes such as Europeanization accentuate the role of policy networks as facilitators or constraints in the implementation of acquis 1 , in addition to the familiar mechanism of "conditionality", the principal objective of this article is to explore the challenges of policy learning toward administrative-capacity building and, more specifi cally, the role of what I refer to here as "donor-bureaucrat-contractor" networks in the Western Balkans. By employing a qualitative methodology consisting of forty semi-structured interviews and focus groups with policymakers, donor offi cers, civil-society experts and consultants in the region during the period of January 2011 to December 2016, a critical analysis of aid-supported policy learning via training as a conduit to administrative capacity-building reveals a series of context-specifi c dimensions, such as the informality of such networks, overreliance on local NGOs as "capacitybuilding" implementation partners and the ability of the context to aff ect donor behaviour -all ultimately contributing to the (non-) occurrence of policy transfer. Th e overarching conclusion this article draws is that potential answers to problems with aid-supported policy learning in the region may probably lie in the invisible workings of the aforementioned networks rather than solely in the offi cial channels of communication between Brussels and regional governments. From a policymaking standpoint, this conclusion in itself may as well be construed as a recommendation to mobilize future research surrounding the impact of such networks on European Union (EU) accession processes in the region. Th is may encourage research organizations both in the EU and the region to (re) orient future endeavors towards this dimension of administrative capacity-building -a core requirement for EU accession -especially as the EU itself faces its own enlargement dilemmas following Brexit while the region faces threats of a potential revival of "old" ethnic
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Introduction
Capitalizing on the need for more case studies from the developing world in the policy-transfer literature and on the key objective of this article, which lies in its contribution to fi lling such a gap (Dolowitz and Marsh 1996 , Common 1998 , Stone 1999 , Easterly 2003 , Easterly and Pfutze 2008 , Marsh and Evans 2012 , the angle that I take here is to focus on a subset of actors of policy transfer, including consultants, networks and epistemic communities (Stone 2004 , Evans 2009 .
2 Yet, while emerging research work points to the unintended consequences of aid-supported policy transfer for administrative capacity building in non-OECD country contexts (Blunt et al. 2012 , Karini 2013 , the evidence on the role of the "policy community" or "networks" as defi ned in the literature is somewhat anecdotal and continues to remain under-researched (Stone 2004 , Pal 2014 . Th e Western Balkans, which this paper focuses on, seem to be a case in point, where transfer processes are mainly analyzed -both among policy circles in Brussels and in the fairly limited research work by the regional scholars -within the scope of transfer between the EU as one supranational entity (and lead donor) to individual countries in the region as "benefi ciaries" of its aid to further a specifi c "EU accession" policy transfer.
Drawing on the above assumptions deriving from the literature and the central research question, which is how and to what extent the process of administrative capacity has been infl uenced by contextual facilitators (enablers) or constraints (inhibitors), I look at the implications of what are referred to as "formal and informal" or rather "invisible" networks toward an enlarged European administrative space, Western Balkans included, not simply as agents of policy transfer but, naturally, through their role in the implementation of training programmes supported by donors. Rather than discussing the role of such networks as a development "phenomenon", the article seeks to unpack the complexities of the so-called "donor-bureaucrat-networks" -a coined collocation to substantiate the assumption that the "power" of such network is stronger than offi cial (donor or government) reports let on. As the article more specifi cally contends, the "Opinion Reports" of the EC (European Commission) -representing the EU as the lead donor in the region -fail to adequately address the role of the aforementioned networks in their offi cial accounts of policy transfer and, most relevantly, policy learning as a subset within it toward the given context. Such reports continue to place their emphasis on the diffi cult political contexts and communist legacies of the countries in the region despite the fact that December 2015 marked the 25 th anniversary of the anti-communist movements which aff ected the region. To re-iterate, by critically examining the interaction of donors, bureaucrats and contractors, the article is built upon a key assumption that claims that the offi cial EU (and other donor) reports are either silent or vague about the existence of such invisible and informal networks or, at best, dismissive of their "power" in the progress of eff orts towards capacity building for both EU accession processes and development in the region.
In terms of research-design and methodological considerations, the research approach employed has focused on the process (rather than outcomes) through which the "donor-bureaucrat contractor" networks -a term which will be extensively used in the analysis -might infl uence policy learning by bureaucrats in the research context. Th erefore, rather than developing measurements which are otherwise carried out by donors via their results-based management (RBM) frameworks, the paper analyzes qualitative accounts of forty interviews with public servants, donors and civil-society representatives across the region during 2011 -2016 3 through the elements of the original Dolowitz and Marsh (1996) conceptual framework -a toolkit guiding the research, connecting all aspects of inquiry and allowing for generalized commentary. In more practical terms, the research has built upon primary data gathered through forty semi-structured interviews and three focus groups with public-administration specialists, NGO experts and consultant in Tirana, Skopje and Prishtina during the period of January 2011 to December 2016. Th e transcripts of interview and focus group data were coded based on the emerging themes as the research fi ndings unfolded. Th e thematic-analysis approach employed to interpret such data was supported by triangulation with secondary data sources provided by research participants and a content analysis of hard copies as well as online government and donor (mainly European Commission) reports scrutinized for the purposes of this research.
Th e article proceeds in fi ve sections. Th e fi rst discusses evolving debates on policy transfer, aid and development. Th rough an analysis of the multi-level policy transfer, the second section focuses on the application of theoretical arguments surrounding the latter to the context of the Western Balkans. Th e discussion of facilitators and constraints of policy transfer through the research fi ndings occupies most of the third section. Subsequently, the fourth section discusses aspects related to donor-bureaucrat interaction and its impact on policy transfer in context. Th e Discussion part (section fi ve) builds on the polemics around such interaction in policy learning, which, as will be argued, can be best understood if the gamut of policy actors is not exclusively confi ned to donors and bureaucrats, but rather on the role of networks including NGOs and consultants in policy transfer, consistent with the original goal of the article. Th e Conclusions section capitalizes on this discussion and off ers concrete recommendations for EU and regional policy-/ decision-makers as well as for researchers.
Evolving debates on the link between policy-learning aid and development
Modern-day critics of development aid, who have researched the dynamics of aidsupported policy transfer to post-communist Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), Western Balkans being an important enclave within the region because of its aspiration to join the EU, tackle their criticism from multiple perspectives. While some blamed aid agencies for creating programmes in those countries without regard to their distinctive cultures, political and social frameworks (Miller 1998) , some of them point to the importance of networks through which donors and recipients operate. Wedel (2000 Wedel ( , 2004 is one of those critics. For her, aid programmes in CEE have suff ered from a "gigantic disconnect between East and West forged by the Cold War and exacerbated by barriers of language, culture, distance, information and semi-closed borders" (2000, A16) . In trying to explain the ethnography of aid in CEE, she argues that "associated processes… bring to the fore the importance of networks, relationships and key brokers (such as contractors and consultants) in negotiating international aid" (Wedel 2004, 166 -168; Mosse and Lewis 2005, 16) .
Donor transparency and motivation in furthering policy learning or "learning from abroad" have also been subject to increasing criticism in recent years. Th ere is literature going as far back as the 1950s that warned us of rhetorical donor selfinterests (Riddell 2007 , Easterly 2010 . More recent literature treating donor motivation as related to its impact on policy transfer suggests that, although both altruism and self-interest are motives for supporting it through aid, the latter is oft en used by governing elites and their networks to bolster political support and further economic interest (Murshed 2009 , Moyo 2009 , Easterly 2010 . Th us, most recent research has also been able to demonstrate that aid is always linked to and oft en made conditional on the donors' national interests or political agenda rather than on its potential benefi ts for recipient countries' policy-making (Abouassi 2010) . Th is is in convergence with the view of Browne (2006) , who has argued that it is precisely because the content and terms of aid are strongly infl uenced by the needs and interests of suppliers rather than recipients that aid (for domestic policymaking) is still poorly matched to need.
Th erefore, elements such as domestic contexts, dynamics of donor-recipient relationships and aid transparency are important factors to look at because they have clear implications for the role of aid for policy transfer in developing countries, including the context in which this research takes place. However, as in the case of the conventional aid theory and views associated with it, the more recent theoretical debates on aid, transfer and development still represent controversial and inconclusive views rather than well-established theories, which meaningful research should build upon. Despite the above views, there is a consensus in the literature gravitating towards a "middle ground" theoretical approach which is built upon the assumption that aid is a form of international policy transfer, which through policy learning as an important instrument, has at least the potential to impact positively on building institutional capacity (Collier 2006) .
Besides, empirical research has been able to identify a correlation between the performance of bureaucracies and their capacities and the socio-economic development of less developed countries (Rodrik 2007, Holmberg and Rothstein 2009) . However, on the other hand, in most cases, this has not been necessarily linked to the aid-supported policy learning provided to those countries. In this context, Collier (2006) and Booth (2011) attribute the lack of evidence of a strong positive link between aid and development outcomes to the failure of development research to take on board the centrality of "context", whose constraints limit the aid impact. Based on these arguments and in light of the criticism of aid-supported policy transfer in the Western Balkans almost exclusively occurring via policy learning of acquis communautaire as a political instrument 4 ; this paper might indeed contribute to the debate on the link between policy transfer on the one hand and EU integration and development on the other, the latter being the original idea behind the 1999 Stability Pact for the Balkans (nowadays known as the Regional Cooperation Council)
5 as well as a new focal element in 2014 -2020 IPA II. 
Transfer through policy learning in a Western Balkan context
In an attempt to frame the discussion on aid and its absorption for policy toward the EU accession processes in the Western Balkans around a theoretically sound conceptual framework, I turn to the agents of the policy transfer framework, which, as both its proponents and critics argue, goes well beyond the two main groups a) international aid organizations (or "donors"), and b) bureaucrats (or public servants) (Dolowitz and Marsh 2000 , Evans 2009 , Benson and Jordan 2011 . Despite the fact that the above two constitute the major two groups studied under the scope of this research, the "policy community" (as termed in the policy-transfer literature) including other actors such as think-tanks, NGOs and international consultants can be "catalysts" of policy transfer (Stone 2004) .
Hence, in the discussion that follows, the focus is on what is agreed on in both academic debates and development research and practice: the advantage of the policy-transfer framework, which lies in its ability to highlight the relationship between policy actors and the dynamics of that relationship (James and Lodge 2003) . Th e interaction between the two identifi ed key actors, donors and Western Balkan bureaucrats, as aid recipients in the transfer process is analyzed through training as a policy-learning modality and eff ective administrative capacity-building approach. Still, while regional scholars have only recently engaged in modest debates about the benefi ts of policy learning for the reconstruction of their post-communist societies, capacity building itself has become a vague "buzz word" to please donors but is seldom owned by benefi ciaries (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011, Karini 2013) . At best, recipients of aid in the Western Balkan region have responded to donors' eff orts to incorporate such concepts as part of development projects with resistance, considering it an approach for Africa but not for the region. Th is has pushed (EU) donors to seek alternative strategies to enhance the eff ectiveness of their aid by promoting collaborations and profesisonal exchanges between the region and relatively new EU member states (Poland, Hungary, etc.).
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From a theoretical perspective, the Dolowitz and Marsh (1996) multi-level approach to policy transfer and the Europeanization thesis, as a specifi c strand of the policy-transfer literature, both point to the salience of the administrative context in the transfer process (Evans 2009) . Th e Europeanizaiton literature itself hightlights administrative capacity building not only as EU policy approach but also conditionality for EU aid, while warning that such conditionality might be insuffi cient for the Western Balkan region (Hoff man 2005 , Petersen 2010 , Karini 2016 . However, this piece of research recognizes that in less mature political contexts, such as the Western Balkans, "administrative context" should not be studied merely in terms of the organizational culture and structures (Schedler and Proeller 2007 , Painter and Peters 2010 , Stewart 2011 . Instead, building on the argument that the proof of policy transfer lies in its implementation (Evans 2009 ), the attention should focus on the administrative culture as refl ected in the interaction between donors, bureaucrats and other actors, including consultants and "EU contractors". Th e facilitators and constraints of such interaction and how they aff ect policy-learning processes (Dolowitz and Marsh 2000 , James and Lodge 2003 , Benson and Jordan 2011 are part of the discussion that follows, which intends to bring to light potential variables characterizing the Western Balkan context, where public servants engage in aid-supported policy-learning activities, such as training, twinning and technical assistance.
Facilitators and constraints of policy transfer
Discussing the dynamics of policy transfer -be it voluntary or coercive -would be insuffi cient without exploring other variables, which can either facilitate or restrict the policy-transfer process. In their analysis, Dolowitz and Marsh (1996) have placed emphasis on an important factor that needs to be considered in the policytransfer process: the diff erent political motivations of policy actors. For them, the latter oft en need to legitimize or justify decisions for the development of certain policies, which may be interpreted as a catalyst for why they appear to engage in transfer. In their interpretation, "it is important to understand that if policy transfer is undertaken during periods of social, political stability within a nation diff erent actors have diff erent motivations, then such transfer is likely to be voluntary; if there is some form of political crisis, then transfer is likely to have some coercive elements" (Dolowitz and Marsh 2000, 17) . Besides, policy transfer "may also help political leaders bolster wider political support but the symbolic eff ect of transfer may be of greater value" (Common 1998, 72 ).
If we accept the above arguments, then it is necessary to account for both policy incentives behind conditions and prescriptions of aid organizations as well as the specifi city and internal dynamics of the national context (political and bureaucratic culture), which may be capable of modifying transferred policies, thus determining the success of policy transfer (Common 1998, Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011) . In Common's view, "for policy transfer to occur, the aspirations of the recipient country have to match those of the donor and if those (in addition to the context) are not taken into account, policy transfer becomes a major cause of policy failure" (1998, 63 -71) . Contextual factors such as "facilitators" or "constraints" of transfer have been analyzed in the literature, and other factors including path dependency, implementation, the uniqueness of the national culture were shown to be significant (Page 2000 , Evans 2009 Benson and Jordan 2011) .
Th e policy literature suggests a number of other variables, including policy complexity and feasibility, resource similarities, authoritative coercion, presence of power relations and disputes in values / interests, as well as other non-negligible factors such as language in the category of constraints / facilitators aff ecting the policy (transfer) process (Sabatier 1999; Dolowitz and Marsh 2000) . While treating all of the above as mediating variables would be unrealistic, the discussion that follows focuses on what is agreed both in academic debates and development practice: the advantage of the policy-transfer framework, which lies in its ability to highlight the dynamics of the relationship between policy actors (James and Lodge 2003) . Hence, the interaction between the two identifi ed key actors, donors and Western Balkan bureaucrats, as aid recipients in the transfer process is analyzed through the macro-, meso-and micro-level approach to studying policy transfer (Dolowitz and Marsh 1996) , and training is highlighted as a distinct policy-learning instrument and key variable in this work.
Overall, aid absorption with regard to the broader picture of administrativecapacity-building reform appears as a recurring theme, in a way which may constrain successful policy transfer between the EU donor(s) and Western Balkan bureaucrats. Th is is echoed in the account of an interview with a senior EU offi cer, who expressed frustration with the pace of policy-learning activities, hinting at a series of limitations to aid absorption, which have led to a mixed record of EU's technical assistance in the region. Refl ecting the ongoing issue of politicization of public administration, high staff turnover due to political changes, especially at the central level, appears to be the greatest impediment to the impact of donor-supported programmes, both in terms of general capacity-building initiatives and those tailored to administrative capacity building. It has led to a mixed record on the sustainability of training, as a specifi c form of policy learning and knowledge transfer from international organizations to public servants in the region.
One category in particular, specifi cally "mentality and attitudes", appears to be a frequently mentioned "constraint" in the transfer process, as discussed in policy-transfer theory (Dolowitz and Marsh 2000) . As best put by one donor offi cer, changing attitudes and mentality in public institutions is one of the hardest tasks in policy learning. Th is is also substantiated by accounts of other actors involved in the delivery of training programmes: Indeed, recognizing the importance of "active participation" of bureaucrats as key to aiding absorption, one specifi c donor organization, namely the EU Delegation to X [country], has reportedly intensifi ed its eff orts to address the "participation" issue as a potential "constraint" or "facilitator" of the knowledge transfer for long-term capacity building despite challenges associated with such an approach:
Th e sustainability of policy learning to an extent where public servants are active in the implementation of our eff orts, rather than showing passive attitudes, is increasingly a key concern for us [EU].
Besides, the extent to which aid is absorbed can be limited by other factors, including the competence of trainees and questionable practices on the part of the public organizations which nominate bureaucrats to participate in aid-supported training programmes:
Sometimes, the wrong people from ministries or other public agencies across the Western Balkan countries are sent to training or, if they are competent, they have no power in their organization they come from…
or, as a former public servant, currently employed in a donor-funded project, observes:
absorption of policy learning is also hampered by the fact that oft en public servants sent to the training programmes are usu-ally close to senior politicians or offi cials (but not necessarily the right ones for a given training programme) while at other times, it is not uncommon for public-service agencies to send (usually incompetent) employees to the training as a way to deal with the infl ated administration…
However, as described by a senior departmental director interviewed for this research, a positive record of the role of aid in training as a key approach to capacity building and its absorption over time is undeniable:
With the time passing, because of the ongoing exposure to training (at home and abroad) as well as improvement of language skills, the public service in the Western Balkans is defi nitely not what it used to be in the 1990s or early 2000s or even 2010.
While the above may be interpreted as a facilitator in the knowledge-transfer process, an expert involved in several M&E contracts for donor-funded training programmes pointed to positive changes in public servants' attitudes due to an increased interest in their own career development but only in recent years:
Th ere are improvements in the benefi ciaries' perception and absorption of the benefi ts of policy learning to enhance capacity … through training in particular. Increasingly, it [training] is taken more seriously and seen [by public servants] as a complementary HR resource and value-adding element in their qualifi cations and daily work…
A fi nal factor, however, specifi cally the neglect of the national specifi city and the failure to refl ect contextual elements in training programmes fi gured as a key constraint as far as the absorption of aid towards policy learning is concerned. Th is resonates with the arguments discussed in both aid and policy-transfer literatures (Riddell 2007 , Hyden 2008 , Lavergne and Saxby 2001 and is substantiated by accounts of interviewees including those in the donor community:
Th e issue with some training programmes designed for public servants is that they are not contextualized with the socio-political contexts of the region. To gain ground, donors oft en tend to overutilize 'fashionable' terms and concepts in their programmes, which do not fi t with the context; sometimes, they even go outside their core expertise…
Communication between donors and bureaucrats
Th e review of the literature on aid and policy transfer converged on the importance of communication between donors and recipients and the "national" context as broadly referred to in the policy-transfer framework (Rose 2005 , Lancaster 2007 , Evans 2009 ). Both strands of literature point to a number of specifi c variables that may infl uence such interaction, including power relations as well as institutional culture, which are not only key to eff ective and effi cient transfer but even capable of modifying transferred policies and programmes (Common 1998 , Hyden 2008 , Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011 . Th e dynamics of such interaction are refl ected in policyoriented learning facilitated by diff erent policy actors (Ladi 2005 , Evans 2009 ).
Th e research results discussed below are analyzed in light of the variables discussed in the policy-transfer literature and potential ones emerging from interviews. Th e communication between donors and bureaucrats in the research context seems to be infl uenced by the manifestation of a predominantly "closed culture" typical of Western Balkan public institutions during the implementation of most capacity-building programmes. Such culture is signifi cantly shaped by resistance to change oft en driven by political polarization and, specifi cally, a tendency to "hide problems" within the public organizations, which donors can assist with.
Th e arguments debated in the literature, which suggest that greater emphasis should be placed upon the technical and operational aspects of policy learning as well as the relationship between donors and recipients (Sabatier 1999 , Riddell 2007 have applications for this part of the discussion as well. Th us, in the research context, the (mis)communication between donors and bureaucrats as aid recipients was exemplifi ed either through the "lack of or poor consultation prior to" or "inappropriate timing of " the implementation of capacity-building initiatives:
While certain donors directly impose their idea of 'needs assessment' on them [bureaucrats], there are cases when training contracts are awarded to certain companies that had not consulted the benefi ciary institution at all during the design phase of a proposal by the company. Besides, given that the needs assessment for a training programme happens 2 -3 years before its actual start, there are times when proposed modules are no longer current or even relevant … this does not meet our capacity building needs but deadlines of donors…
While the above may appear to represent an isolated scenario, the lack of policy convergence on administrative capacity-building needs seems to be a common concern shared by interviewees, which may be interpreted as a constraint in the donor-bureaucrat communication:
Failure to fi nd common grounds in identifying policy learning interventions oft en leads to inconsistencies of TNAs 9 by donors vis-à-vis those expressed by public servants consulted, which ultimately leads to failure of such initiatives…
Power relations, a variable broadly discussed through the policy-transfer literature (Djelic 2001; James and Lodge 2003 ) also seems to be a factor in the communication between donors and recipients, which in the research context can be both a "facilitator" and a "constraint". Based on the accounts of interviewees, the dynamics of power relations (in relation to certain processes, such as recruitment of consultants) can also constrain the communication with the donors. A public servant interviewed for this study exemplifi ed this through a change in those dynamics because of the termination of the contract of an international consultant (with good technical skills but no understanding of the policy context) by his agency, aff ecting the relationship between the agency and the EU Delegation Offi ce:
Resisting the imposition of donors with regard to the choice of consultants is a very new thing … and that became stronger with our government having a stronger voice in dealing with donors recently. A case in point is a recent decision by Z [public organization] to dispense with the services of Y [private contractor], recommended and contracted by the EU to perform a capacitybuilding project. In my view, this is a good thing, but I wouldn't say the situation has not caused tension between us and the EUD…
Indeed, the dynamics of power relations, especially as they relate to aid politics, internal governance of aid organizations and the presence of networks (Sabatier 1999 , Wedel 2000 are increasingly important to policy transfer in developing countries. However, although the literature points to an importance of these dynamics (Celasun and Walliser 2008, Easterly 2010) , one important aspect, namely the internal donor governance, is not suffi ciently treated in the international policy transfer. Yet, such literature highlights the salience of the dynamics of the interaction between policy actors for policy transfer to occur (Dolowitz and Marsh 2000) . In our context, the impact of the internal governance of donors, the EU included, on the donor-bureaucrat interaction appeared to be constrained by "mixed / confl icting messages" in the policy-transfer process. To illustrate the implications of this aspect for policy learning toward administrative capacity building for EU accession, a consultant interviewed for this research provided a sense of frustration with the fact that:
While the development division of X [EU agency] celebrates successes working with the government initiatives to implement reform, the political division [of the same agency] issues a confl icting report, which states that 'reform in the country has hardly progressed at all…
Issues related to donor politics were refl ected through the accounts of interviewees from the "policy" NGO sector, as well. In the words of a think-tank expert, clashes among donors and their agenda in the early years of transition have nowadays been replaced by a growing competition for "market shares" among them or even between certain donors and bigger national NGOs. While the above may be interpreted as constraints in the donor-bureaucrat interaction, other interviewees believe that certain recent changes in the internal organization of some donor agencies may have positively infl uenced their interaction with regional bureaucrats, contributing to more eff ective policy learning. A CSO expert praised the signifi cant changes in the reporting practices within the European Commission in particular:
Once a conservative donor lacking public disclosure of reports and indicators, the EC's reporting practices are now more open. Besides, the decentralization of politics within the EC itself (with individual state members taking over its presidency regularly) has had positive implications in terms of the assessment of the impact of their capacity-building programmes because public servants now have more access to the Commission's reports.
From another perspective, a donor offi cer sees the accession of new member states into the EU as a potential facilitator in terms of the donor-recipient interaction as well as for improved EU-Western Balkan relations and more eff ective policy learning across public-service organizations:
Th e eff ectiveness of the EU aid towards capacity building will be enhanced when bureaucrats in the region will start to appreciate more the benefi ts of the expertise of their colleagues from the new member states (Poland, Hungary, etc.) , whose experience is more relevant and closer to their reality.
However, as discussed earlier, the interaction between the key actors (donors and bureaucrats) is facilitated by other actors included in the policy-transfer framework, such as NGOs and consultants and contractors. Th eir role and specifi city in the Western Balkan context (discussed below) helps to better understand the "cultural" element of the regional context.
Discussion: Policy networks in the Western Balkans
To re-iterate the earlier arguments encountered in the literature (Bennett 1991 , Stone 1999 , James and Lodge 2003 , Dussauge-Laguna 2012 , policy learning, particularly in developing, non-OECD country contexts, is facilitated by various actors, which -in addition to donors and bureaucrats -constitute the "policy community" or the "policy networks". Drawing on the salience of the policy-transfer framework, recognized for its applicability to transitional contexts and the advantage of highlighting the dynamics of relationships between policy actors (Evans 2009 ), accounts of interviewees have unpacked the unique complexities of these networks in imparting policy learning toward administrative capacity building in the given context. On the one hand, some donor offi cers interviewed expressed frustration with the lack of pressure groups and a strong civil society, which could otherwise perform "watchdog" roles in administrative capacity-building processes in the Western Balkans. In the absence of real "local capacity builders", NGOs are increasingly subcontracted to conduct analyses and implement training programmes through "service contracts" rather than "democratization grants", which was the case through the 1990s. On the other hand, as some interviewees echoed, those NGOs are perceived to be the most silent in the government-donor-NGO policy forums organized by aid agencies such as the OECD in recent years. On balance of fi ndings based on the accounts of interviewees and focus-group participants, it appears that, irrespective of the acknowledgement of transfer through NGOs, their acting as "implementing partners" on behalf of donors rather than as representatives of public interests is a peculiarity of the context: Describing NGOs as "weak and opportunistic" and hardly a reliable source for eff ective pressure on the governments to improve policy-making, some in the donor community realize that the main issue is that in the 1990s and early 2000s most Western Balkan NGOs came into existence either due to donor funding availability or as spun off from Western NGOs rather than inherently rising as regional civic groups. However, resembling the politicization in the public service, what seems to have undermined their core values and even damaged their image, especially most recently, is their clear political bias, i.e. siding with political parties, which limited its impact on policy learning, including training. Th e lack of transparency and accountability and low standards of performance in delivering capacity-building programmes are exacerbated by concerns about corrupt practices and the presence of informal "arrangements" among "capacity-building" NGOs and those who receive the training. While the establishment of formal networks (mechanisms of transfer) among donors or between donors and individual governments in the region (such as in the case of Albania) may be interpreted as a "success story" in the Balkans context, informal "donor-bureaucrat", "donor-contractor" and "bureaucrat-contractor" networks seem to prevail in the region. A fi rst, perhaps cynical, analysis of those accounts makes references to a certain (invisible) "power" of these networks in the context, which the EU offi cial reports are vague or silent about.
In the views of interviewees, those networks oft en manifest themselves in tendencies of contractors (NGOs) to please benefi ciaries in the public service and "buy their partnerships" in the implementation of capacity-building programmes. More signifi cantly, resembling the ability of politics to alter policy transfer discussed in the literature (Common 2001 , Evans 2009 ), the existence of such networks is also demonstrated in "clientelist" donor behaviour, whereby certain public-service structures, contractors or NGOs, foreign or local, are oft en favoured. Th e issue of "clientelism" emerged in several interviews with public servants as well. In their views, in line with earlier fi ndings, it oft en demonstrates itself in the quality of donor-selected consultants, who, in some cases, have little or even nothing to do with the nature of a given capacity-building programme. Such views are challenged by individual donors like the EU, claiming their commitment to the inclusion of aid recipients as equal partners in the selection of contractors based on the rationale that when benefi ciaries are involved in the selection or when local consultants are selected and employed, the implementation of capacity-building projects is more eff ective. Ultimately, as an interview with a senior bureaucrat revealed, donors need to reconsider their tendency to deliver training via NGOs and make more eff orts to coordinate training through national public-administration reform agencies, thus strengthening their capacities as more legitimate government capacity-building entities.
Conclusion
Based on the original goals this article set out with and the key assumption that the dynamics of the interaction between the key policy actors engaged in policy transfer, donors and bureaucrats, cannot be fully understood without examining the role of networks between policy actors, including representatives of think-tanks, NGOs and consultants as "catalysts" of policy transfer, the interviews organized for purposes of this research focused on training as an instrument of policy learning. Th e overarching conclusion this paper draws is that the role of such networks in the Western Balkans is neglected in the offi cial channels of communication between Brussels and the regional governments. Yet, the perceived limited impact of aidsupported policy learning on eff orts to support the preparation of the region for "participation in the European administrative space" can be linked precisely to a certain "power" of such networks.
Th rough a contextual analysis of policy transfer via policy learning, this article has pointed to various constraints to policy learning through training as a capacitybuilding instrument including: a) a pre-occupation of aid-supported training programmes with topics related to EU accession and aid coordination; b) a mismatch between training-needs assessment and skills that would be required to support policy learning toward more indigenous administrative reform in the region; c) concerns about trainees with limited power in the Western Balkan public organizations they represent in donor-supported training programmes; d) problematic power relations between EU contractors and national training agencies, especially in hiring training consultants; and d) passive and conformist attitudes toward training as a potential conduit to more eff ective human-resources management in the Western Balkans' public-service systems and a major constraint in the absorption of EU (and international) aid towards policy learning.
From a donor governance angle, the research results revealed that oft en, "mixed or confl icting" feedback from donors to recipients, the existence of informal "donor-benefi ciary-contractor" networks as a "coined" term I present to the readership based on the research results and the tendency of donors to over-rely on weak and opportunistic NGOs as "implementing partners" rather than "pressure groups" in the delivery of policy learning are key constraints in the particular context. Most interestingly, it can be argued that the peculiarity of the policy-learning environment in the Western Balkans lies in its capability to not only modify the policy-transfer process but perhaps even aff ect donor behaviour. It is hoped that such interpretations will pave future research, particularly among Western Balkan scholars interested in research going beyond EU (and bilateral donor) and offi cial government reports in the region.
Th e fi ndings of this research paper are meant to contribute to two dimensions: a) fi rst, they obviously highlight the importance of informal networks toward policy learning as an instrument that might aid the accession of the Western Balkan countries as potential full members in the next few years; b) secondly, as the EU itself currently struggles with policy dilemmas over the migration crisis, the old threats of new "Cold War"-type tensions, global terrorism, the eff ects of Brexit and signs of brewing ethnic tensions in the region, this research seeks to challenge and constructively contribute to offi cial "EU Opinion Reports" on the (unsatisfactory) progress of reforms, persistently blamed on "post-communist legacy" and "diffi cult political environments", which, aft er 25 years of changes continue to aff ect the region as part of the former East-European communist bloc are -in my view -still closer to being clichés rather than signalling a clear policy, or even a coherent and suffi cient interest, of the EU in the Western Balkans. All these factors contribute to the questionable success of policy-transfer modalities the EU has launched in the last decade, including the Regional Cooperation Council (formerly known as "Stability Pact") and the most recent Berlin Process as living proof of its own potential failure in the Western Balkans, too. As this particular Southeast corner of Europe continues to struggle to negotiate the terms of its current and future relations with the EU, more research-based, rather than project-oriented policy learning would benefi t the future of such relations.
From a policymaking perspective, the fi ndings point to the need for the donors to integrate training as a form of policy learning into wider administrative capacity-building programming rather than as a stand-alone form of assistance. As such, rather than predominantly supporting accession processes, training should be needs-based, practice-oriented and include more elements of coaching as well as professional peer and South-South knowledge exchange among regional bureaucrats, who should act as facilitators rather than (passive) participants. While donors should continue the eff ective practice of conditioning funding of "hard investments" on improved policy learning among bureaucrats, they should also engage in more intensive policy dialogue with senior policymakers to highlight the relevance and benefi ts of policy learning as part of regional governments' development strategies (not necessarily confi ned to EU accession) rather than it (policy learning) being the domain of donors. While the continued support to civil society in the region is important, donors should not over-rely on NGOs as "capacity-building" implementers -as this would, in fact, exacerbate the dangers of the informal networks I refer to in this article -but rather engage more directly with government institutions responsible for administrative capacity building, which would be conducive to the imperative of legitimizing the state as a more eff ective and sustainable conduit to policy learning in the Western Balkans.
